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   Got a Hokkairo for A Cold Day? 
~Not an island, but a something-makes-you-happy~  
Dear IUJ students and faculty/staff,  
 With the recent changes in the weather, I cannot help but wonder how IUJers are dealing with 
the cold, especially if you are not used to it. Having late nights of long study or work, you 
might wish to stay a couple more hours in a warm, cozy bed in the next morning. To go 
outside for fresh air, you need something to keep you warm! Whenever I discuss the weather 
with someone, I ask these questions: “Are you using the Hokkairo? “, “Do you know the 
Japanese heating pad?” 
Yes, Hokkaido is a northern island of Japan with the cold winter; on the other hand, Hokkairo 

is a popular disposable heating pad in Japan that you can buy at almost every drugstore, 
convenience stores, and supermarkets. There are a number of different products from various 
brands, but a Hokkairo is usually wrapped in a plastic package, colored with red, orange, or 
gold. The most common pad is slightly bigger than a size of a passport. Hokkairo contains a 
handful of powdered iron which generates heat after being activated by oxygen as you open 
the wrapper. Each company differentiates their brand by adding salts, powdery coals, or 
something that would help the iron power to heat up easily and keep the temperature stabled. 
Usually, there are sticker tapes on the pad, and you can simply place the pad on your cloth that 
is the closest layer to your skin (please, do not put it on your skin directly). After 5-10 minutes, 
it starts warming up and can last up to 12 hours with the heating temperatures between 40-60 
degrees Celsius. However, once you take the pad out, you cannot reuse it. The pad may also be 
helpful if you have stomach aches and for ladies, when having menstrual cramping. 

There is an article published on February 21st, 2010 by Japan Times, as well as some English 

guides about “how to use Japanese disposable heating pads” on Youtube, if you are 

interested. It is a reasonable price and very easy to use. A single package of Hokkairo costs 

around ¥200, but usually, you can purchase a set of 5 to 10 packages in a box with discount.  

In case you wonder whether I was sent by one of those product companies as a salesperson, 
the answer is: no. I am not trying to advertise the product for the companies’ sake. I am just 
sharing a convenient, a handy item that would keep your body warm and relax. Your 
self-awareness to body sensations and ability to navigate them, such as heat and cold 
sensations on your body, is somewhat related to our mind, psychology. Whether you use a 
tool, like a heating pad or not, still, conscious changes of your body, mind, and behavior can 
be useful in life. We often hear “mindfulness,” “breathing practice,” and some of you may even 
know about “autogenic training,” all of which is something to do with your conscious mind 
that controls your physical symptoms. More than you imagine, telling yourself, “My mind is 
relaxing because the heating pad keeps me warm” can influence your mindset.  
For now, I hope you simply try on the Hokkairo, when you feel cold. But just be aware, if you 

come to the counseling office asking for physical pain relief or relaxation, we may then discuss 
the Hokkairo and the whole other aspects of how to control your body and temperature! If you 
are reading this article now, here is news for you. FREE Hokkairo will be given out from 
11/6(MON) -11/9 (THU) to up to 30 people during the office hours!  
Stay warm and enjoy the fresh cold air if you can!              With Best Wishes, 

Michiko Ishibashi  IUJ Counselor 
*Note: If you have any health concerns using the heat pad, please seek advice from your physician; Use for children 
under supervision by an adult; If the office door is closed, I am busy, so please come by another time  

Your Work/Life Balance and Mental Health 
Something to Think about for Your Future 

When you picture yourself with a successful career/ life, how does it look like? Do you spend most of your time at 
work or do you save some time for your family and friends? How do you balance your life and career? 
Psychological well-being, or mental health care, is not just a personal issue, but also economic and social issue. 
Especially it matters for the government and your employer who may be covering your benefits and welfare fees. 
Here we look into the recent activities of preventions and promotions of mental health by the Japanese government 
and corporations. The governments and companies in your country may have more or less actions related to 
mental health matter, but just something for you to think about.  

In 2008, EAP, Employment Assistance Program, was widely introduced to the business companies in Japan.  
What is EAP? The US Office of Personnel Management states that EAP is “a voluntary, confidential program that 
helps employees work through various life challenges that may adversely affect job performance, health, and  

 

©M.Ishibashi 

a) 

b) 



 

personal well-being to optimize an organization’s success.” Major corporations usually pay for commissions to the 
outside entrust service providers, which offer the full package of EAP for their employees. Services often include 
individual and family counseling for employees, business coaching or consultations, campaigning to promote 
healthcare awareness, and workshops with wide ranges of topics like “interpersonal skills,” “effective work 
scheduling and time management,” or even topics like “happy family relationships” and “finding hobbies.”      

So, why does the government encourage your employer pay for the services to support your happy life? The 
answer is simple; it will save more money at the end. If the employee can maintain his/her physical and mental 
health by well balancing personal life and work, then that reduces a huge amount of financial burden off from them. 
Although Japan was known as “death due to overwork,” KAROSHI, for nearly a half-century of the post-war era, 
there was no effective support for employees’ health and well-being by the government. According to the Ministry 
of Labour and Health in Japan, a total number of Japanese with mental illness has increased from 2.5 million of the 
previous 10 years to over 3 million in the last 10 years. Another data from the Ministry shows the total of Japanese 
adults who suffer from depression or other common mental illness over 1.8 million in 2016.  

In additions to EAP, there are a few different development in mental health matters in Japan. In 2016, the 
Ministry of Labour and Health issued a law that mandate employers to perform “Stress Check” test once a year for 
their employees and provide guidance and support for those scored the high-stress symptoms. Today, many 
psychiatric clinics or hospitals provide a program called, Rework Program. It is a rehabilitation program for people 
to recover from mental illness and prepare for a return to their work. Health insurance should cover most of the 
expense. Many people attending there should be at the frontline of work with their career experiences, but now 
trying to overcome the symptoms of depressions and lack of energy. Another change in the employment policy will 
start in April 2018 that companies will increase the hiring rate of employees with mental illness to 2.2 percent. 
Consequently, there would be more opportunities for people in different health conditions to work, and corporations 
need flexible plans for employees to work differently. Before that, there are only a few options; you work or not work 
and rely on wealfare and health care services.    

Needless to say, Japan has finally taken actions because of the financial impact; the cost of disability pensions, 
health care, and welfare supports for unemployed individuals with illness has greatly affected the finances of 
companies and the nation.  In additions, the low-birthrate will affect the labor force and economy of Japan in 
future; risk of losing more labor force by sickness need to be prevented. Certainly, companies also need to 
reconsider the most effective and productive ways of running the business. Now both the government and 
companies know that preventions for physical and mental illness can be cost-efficient rather than supporting the 
employees after they become sick. For a long time, physical and mental health management had been considered 
as individuals’ responsibility, and the companies and society would expect you to balance your life, to be happy, be 
productive, and be healthy. However, these expectations and ideology didn’t help to reduce the number of people 
in depressions.   

    
How do you know your company cares about your well-being?; Do you think mental health services from your 

society and company would effect your health differently? Let me share an example based on my personal 
experience. When Tsunami and earthquake hit the East coast of Japan, including Tokyo in 2011, a number of 
non-Japanese workers fled or attempted fleeing from Japan. Over the time of providing mental counseling, the 
differences seemed to be clear to me; the symptoms of stress and trauma were exhibited so differently depending 
on the company they worked. A company which prepared in advance and took emergency mental care seriously 
were the fastest for employees to recover from the chaotic situation, whereas the employees of companies that 
valued their business over the health of employees needed more support on stress and *PTSD related treatment 
for a longer time.  

 
   So, would you choose a company which pays you more and keep you longer-hours at work or a company 
which values both work and other aspects of your life but pay less? How would you balance your life and career?   

 

*PTSD: Post Traumatic Stress Disorder    
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IUJ Counseling Office – Office Hours: Mon.-Fri. 9:30AM-6:00 PM 
・Phone: 025.779.1506 or x 506 ・Email: counselor@iuj.ac.jp ・HP： http://www.iuj.ac.jp/counseling ・Facebook： iuj counseling 

1) Weekdays Counseling with Counselor Ishibashi: Mon.-Fri. 9:30AM-6:00PM  

2)  Doctor’s Consultations for Physical Concerns 

・1 Monday w/ Dr.Ishiyama 2:40-4:40 PM (11/13)・2 Fridays w/ Dr. Kakihara (11/17 & 11/24) 1:30-4:30 PM

3)  Saturday Counseling Sessions with Counselor Miura 2:00-4:55 PM (11/11 & 11/25) 
 

c) 

 
d) 

 

e) 

 

f) 

 

a)https://www.japantimes.co.jp/life/2010/02/21/general/feeling-the-heat/#.We6m1Pm0OUk 
b)https://www.opm.gov/policy-data-oversight/worklife/employee-assistance-programs  
c) http://www.mhlw.go.jp/kokoro/speciality/data.html 
d)http://www.e-stat.go.jp/SG1/estat/GL02100103.do?kicd=00450, 
http://www.e-stat.go.jp/SG1/estat/GL08020101.do?_toGL08020101_&tstatCode=000001031167&requestSender=dsearch 

e) http://www.mhlw.go.jp/stf/seisakunitsuite/bunya/0000181838.html 
f)https://www.japantimes.co.jp/news/2017/08/22/national/social-issues/japanese-firms-hiring-people-mental-health-issues-ahed-legal-change/ 
  http://www.mhlw.go.jp/english/new-info/   http://www.mhlw.go.jp/english/new-info/2016.html#Nov 

http://www.mhlw.go.jp/stf/shingi2/0000154637.html 
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